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The year 1990 marked the launch of the Hubble Space Telescope (HST) into orbit from the Space Shuttle.
The Astronomical Quarterly chose to reprint the unpublished report written by Lyman Spitzer as early as
1947, on the benefits to astronomy from space telescopes. Artificial earth satellites launched by rockets
were just being talked about then; the first success came in 1957 with the launch of ‘Sputnik’ by the then
USSR. Putting down the science which could be done by space telescopes at such an early juncture reflects
great foresight and courage. The founding of NASA in the USA marked the onset of a civilian space
programme with much less secrecy, and the funding for the space telescope was finally approved in 1977.
It is noteworthy that the report even indicates the steps towards the final goal and the scientific benefits
which would result at each stage. All branches of astronomy are given due space, including the solar
system. Here we have a 33 year old professor calmly sketching a roadmap for a field which did not exist,
and which many people doubted would ever exist. Spitzer himself encouraged the efforts by his Princeton
colleagues- Light, Danielson, and Schwarzschild to work with balloon-borne telescopes. These revealed
new features of the Andromeda galaxy core and the Sun’s surface. He was deeply involved in ‘Copernicus’
– a small orbiting telescope with an 80 cm mirror which gave the first glimpse of the ultraviolet sky when
it went into orbit. Spitzer lived to witness the launch of Hubble – the journal adds a ‘Postscriptum’ by the
original author. He had proved to be a good astrologer as well!
The X-ray, optical, and ultraviolet telescopes on board India’s own ASTROSAT, launched by ISRO in 2016
were designed and built by astronomers, many of whom had worked with smaller satellites and balloons –
following the same pattern. Space telescopes will play an increasingly important role in the astronomy of
the future.
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